SEERAH SESSION 2 


Pre-Islamic Arabia in Qur’an 


Concepts are often understood and appreciated by analyzing their opposites. Light 
is appreciated after experiencing darkness, heat after cold and so on. Pondering 
into Jahilliyah allows us to further appreciate and internalize the blessings of 
Islam. The Qur'an is chiefly concerned with delivering and presenting before 
humanity the religion of truth, al-hagq, the religion of Islamic Monotheism. It 
came to Arabs first and in Arabic language, therefore, incidentally as well as 
logically it contains information about the conditions of Arabs at that time. The 
Qur'an sometimes uses a dialectic method, which is in western philosophy 
attributed to Socrates and Plato, to tell us about Arabs before Islam and sometimes 
Allah directly tells without engaging in dialectics and still sometimes through 
method of rhetoric (Balagha). Before moving to the life of the Prophet(SAW) we 
need to understand what was the belief system before Islam. What and how did the 
Qur'an respond to them with some support from hadees. This period is referred to 
as the period of ignorance, Ja@hilliya. The question one should be asking is why so? 


Note:- We will only focus on two aspects of pre-Islamic conditions of Arabs which 
are more relevant to us and which are very rarely discussed. We will not focus on 
things which are well known to us but only a little. 


Let us look into it. 
e Firstly, one of the distinctive beliefs of nomadic Arabs was the belief in the 
inevitable working of time. Dialectically, Allah says in the Qur’an, Surah 


Al-Jasiyah Verse 24-26: 
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And they say: “There is nothing but our life of this world, we die and we live 
and nothing destroys us except Ad-Dahr (time). And they have no 
knowledge of it, they only conjecture. 


A hadees which is Qudsi explains this verse. Narrated by Abu Hurairah 
(RA) that Allah’s Messenger (SAW) said: “Allah said, ‘The son of Adam 
annoys me, for he abuses Ad-Dahr though I am Ad-Dahr; in My hands are 
all things, and I cause the revolution of day and night.” (Sahih Bukhari, 
6/4826) 

I am Ad-Dhar means i am creator of time and one should not attribute 
anything whether cheerful or disastrous to time, for everything is in Allah's 
hands alone. 
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And when our clear verses are recited to them, their a is no other 
than that they say: “Bring back our (dead) fathers, if you are truthful!” 


Opal Y Gull 5s) 
Say (to them): “Allah gives you life, then causes you to die, then He will 
assemble you on the Day of Resurrection about which there is no doubt. But 
most of mankind knows not.” 


e FATALISM is the belief that events are predetermined by fate or destiny, 
and that humans cannot do anything to change them. This philosophy does 
have practical value, it teaches man to accept whatever happens to him but 
Pre-Islamic Arab non believers had made it an excuse for their laziness and 
inactivity. The Glorious Qur’an mentions in Surah Y4Sin Verse 47: 
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And when it is said to them, "Spend from that which Allah has provided for 
you," those who disbelieve say to those who believe, "Should we feed one 
whom, if Allah had willed, He would have fed? You are not but in clear 
error." 
Some Pagans made this fatalism an excuse for Polytheism as well as which 


is mentioned in the Qur’an at least three times but most relevant to us is 
Surah Nahal Verse 35: 
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And those who associate others with Allah say, "If Allah had willed, we 
would not have worshiped anything other than Him, neither we nor our 
fathers, nor would we have forbidden anything through other than Him." 
Thus did those before them. So is there upon the messengers except [the 
duty of] clear notification? 


After this verse in Surah Nahal comes a verse to refrain from this and interestingly 
mentions avoiding tagit, therefore we need to understand that this kind of fatalism 
has been given similitude with tagit. In Surah Nisa Verse 51 Allah uses another 
word with tagut which is Jibt. It is categorically made different from tagut yet 
interlinked with it. Maluana Moudoodi (may Allah elevate his status) in his tafsir 
writes that Jibit means linguistically something that holds no meaning, no reality, 
no profit. In Islamic perspective he writes it means magic, astro-numerology and 
generally it is superstitions. Focus to remove these two from oneself. 


YASIR QADHIT’S ANALYSIS ON PRE-ISLAMIC ARABIA 


At the time of the Prophet(SAW), the Arabs could trace their lineage back to 
specific names. Two categories of classical Arabs: 
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_) Al-‘Arab al-Ba’idah (The Perished Arabs) which are extinct now. The 
Qur’an references them when narrating the stories of ‘Ad and Thamid. The 
historian Ibn Khaldiin stated that these people fled from the ancient city of 
Babylonia to Arabia. 

CL) Al-‘Arab al-Baqiyah (The Remaining Arabs) which are still in existence. 
They have two subgroups: Qahtan and Adnfn. Adnan is the ancestor of our 
beloved Prophet (SAW). 

The prophets sent to Arabs were Ibrahim and Isma’il. Ibrahim sanctioned many 
practices that have continued until our time. He ruled Mecca to be Haram (sacred). 
The person who first altered the religion of Ibrahtm and introduced Paganism was 
‘Amr ibn Luhayy al-Khuza't. 

The Prophet said, “I saw ‘Amr ibn Luhayy al-Khuza'1 wandering around in the 
fire of Hell with his entrails cut open behind him. He was the first to alter the 
religion of Isma‘l.” (Sahih Bukhari, p. 870.) “Amr ibn Luhayy traveled to the 
Pagan Amalekites in Syria and returned to Mecca with an idol named Hubal, and 
thus Paganism was born in Mecca. 

Vital lessons can be derived from this deeply consequential event. The Amalekites 
were notoriously powerful, and they attributed their power and dominance to their 
idols and their Paganism. ‘Amr ibn Luhayy’s inferiority complex led him to yearn 
to emulate their apparent success and in turn destroyed his nation’s faith. The 
lesson here is that technological or infrastructural advancements do not necessarily 
equate to moral or ethical correctness. Secondly, ‘Amr ibn Luhayy was the 
Chieftain of the tribe of Khuza‘ah, one of the most respected Chieftains of Arabia. 
It demonstrates how scholars and influential figures can have a profound impact on 
their community, whether positive or negative. 


It is worth noting that the Pagans of Arabia believed in Allah and did not have an 
idol for Him. While some forms of Paganism worship an idol as their ultimate god, 
Arab Paganism did not depict Allah, as they knew that He could not be 
represented by an idol. The Qur’an notes in Surah Al-Ankabit Verse 61: 
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“If you ask them who created the Heavens and the Earth and subjected the Sun and 
the Moon [for your benefit], they will certainly say, ‘Allah!’ So how can they be 
deluded [from the truth]?” 


In Surah Yunus Verse 18, the Qur’an further states: 
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“They worship besides Allah others who can neither harm nor benefit them, and 
say, ‘These are our intercessors with Allah.’” 


They did, however, attribute a level of divinity to these idols, believing them to be 
lesser gods in comparison to Allah. They believed in the divinity of Allah but 
viewed Him as “too holy” thus requiring intermediaries. 

There were, however, a group of people referred to as the Hunafa’, meaning “those 
who turn away” i.e., turning away from shirk (polytheism) and towards tawhid 
(Oneness of Allah). Four prominent Hunafa’ were: Waraqah ibn Nawfal, 

‘Ubaydullah ibn Jahsh, “Uthman ibn al-Huwayrith, and Zayd ibn ‘Amr. They made 
a pact to search for the true religion of Ibrahim in the form of Hanifiyyah. Another 
significant Hanif (singular of Hunafa’) was Quss ibn Sa‘idah al-Iyadi, who used to 
preach against idolatry. Hanifiyyah was the closest thing to Islam during those 
times. Narrations are mostly found about Zayd ibn ‘Amr in hadith. In Sahih 
Bukhari 5/3826, 5/3877, 5/3826-3828. 


Now, let us move to Why the Arabian Peninsula was chosen as the birthplace of 
Islam. 


WISDOM (HIKMAH) BEHIND SELECTION OF ARAB 
PENINSULA FOR THE MISSION 


Mostly a desert, apart from the southwestern highlands of Yemen, and devoid of 
any rivers or easily accessible fresh water, Arabia was impenetrable and impossible 
for armies to march through.It was also an inhospitable, an Unprofitable land; with 
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no agricultural base to tax, Arabia was spared the avarice of imperial authorities 
until the struggle between Byzantine and Sassanid Iran became global and drew 
Arabia into its orbit. Arabia was thus peculiarly unique: in proximity to the 
most centralized empires ever to exist in the ancient world, yet never under 
the direct control of any. Each of the two empires experimented with bribery and 
vassal kingdoms to check the predatory raids of the nomads into the cultivated area 
of the Fertile Crescent, and each sought to use the nomads of Arabia as auxiliary 
troops to their own advantage, yet immediate direct governance was never fully 
carried out. Arabia was an anomaly in this sense, impossible to fully integrate 
in the political structures of the region and impossible to ignore. There was no 
indication that Arabia would ever play a major role in the ongoing imperial 
struggles of the region. Nothing in the long history of the Near East pointed to 
what was to come. 


Not only was he born outside the two empires; he was born in the periphery of 
Arabia itself, in the Hijaz region, not in Yemen or on the eastern shores of the 
Persian Gulf or in the areas adjacent to Iraq and Syria, the usual sites of cultural 
activities. The Hijaz area was the most inaccessible part of Arabia to the 
empires. 


The Arabs were not the ignorant lot that later Islamic tradition would like us to 
believe. They knew Rome, and they knew Ctesiphon. They were actually in the 
process of being fully absorbed into the high culture of the area; it was only a 
matter of time, one might have predicted, until they would convert to either 
Christianity or, less likely, to Judaism. Muhammad, in a way, almost 
single-handedly reversed the historical trend. 


Another important aspect of Arabia at that moment is that its inhabitants 
considered themselves ethnically related, a race connected somehow by blood 
and the Arabic language. For this immense expanse of land to be disunited or 
ungoverned is not exceptional— steppes were usually impossible to subsume under 
imperial rule— yet for this expansive area to be linguistically and ethnically more or 
less homogeneous, even when religiously diverse, was remarkable. 
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The Basic form of social organization in Arabia was the tribe, a putatively 
blood-related group that acted as a social, economic, and military unit. The 
cohesiveness of the tribe was essential for its survival. Honor and reputation, 
courage and generosity, love of one’s kin and fealty to the ancestors were the 
cornerstones of one’s constitution. 

Poetry played a major role in the cultural landscape. Even before the 
appearance of the Qur’an, there was a highly developed language of 
communication that could be used in the whole land of Arabia and was universally 
cherished and cultivated. In fact, as James Montgomery has stated, “Arabic qastda 
poetry is a necessary though by no means sufficient condition for the miracle of an 
Arabic Qur’an.” Poetry was the medium for expressing the ideals of the social 
structure, the register of deeds, and the bearer of glory. Two complementary traits 
were cultivated: hilm(“forbearance,”“reasonableness”) and jahl (“arrogance,” 
“overbearing haughtiness of a tribal man, the spirit of stubborn resistance 
against all that shows the slightest sign of injuring their sense of honor or 
destroying the traditional way of life”). In the face of the tragic life, there was 
a heroic stance. One defied everything in defense of one’s tribe and honor. The 
poetry portrays the tribal Arab as unbowed and unbent, fearful of nothing. 


So in conclusion, the Arabs also had certain qualities that made them receptive to a 
Prophetic Message. They were simple people, and while simplicity has its own 
limitations, one of its benefits is its lack of resistance to accepting the truth. They 
did not have deep-seated ideologies that would oppose the innate Oneness of God. 
They also lived in a harsh environment, which made them chiseled instruments for 
combat, both physically and mentally. This was a vital attribute required in the 
early battles in Islam. The Arabs also nurtured praiseworthy characteristics such as 
bravery, honesty, and honor. They were known to uphold their oaths as a matter of 
principle, honor, and integrity. 
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